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in the 1940s.  And aft er the war, 

was the populati on of  Bremerton, in 

terms of demographics, prett y much 

about the same?  

Walker:  Aft er the war it went down.  

Hughes:  In terms of?

Walker:  Of people.

Hughes:  People all told – people of 

all creeds and colors.

Walker:  Yes, all told.  Because some 

people came to Bremerton for the 

durati on of the war.  And so, like the 

  Greers, they had planned to go back 

to Kansas. But things changed. He 

got a job in the  Navy Yard.  We came 

to Bremerton to live. We didn’t come 

here for a durati on, you know.  But a 

lot of people came here, and as soon as the war was over they were ready to go.

Hughes: Were there a lot fewer black people here aft er the war?

Walker: Oh yes. A lot fewer. A lot of them said, “I want to get out this place as soon as 

I can,” and I said, “You should stay and make a place likable. That was always my policy. 

But hundreds left . Even though they established two other black churches,  Mount Zion 

Missionary Bapti st and  Sinclair Missionary Bapti st. The “missionary” part denotes working 

to help people .. being a missionary. 

Hughes:  Did you ever get to a point in that struggle for civil rights that you and James 

and those other folks, did you ever get to a point where you were discouraged and you 

thought, “Boy, we’re going to have to leave this place”?

Walker:  You know, when you’re fi ghti ng for something, you don’t give up. You wait.  You’re 

going to get the top or die trying.  

VJ Day crowds in front of Forget-Me-Not Florists and Olberg Drugs at Pacifi c and 
4th on August 14, 1945.  Confetti   fl utt ers from the third fl oor windows.
Puget Sound Naval Shipyard
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Hughes:  Well, it’s a nice place to live, too, isn’t it?

Walker:  I think so.  A lot of people didn’t like  Bremerton, but I don’t mind. I like Bremerton.

Hughes:  What’s the main diff erence in the town today, other than the fact that it’s a 

lot more welcoming place? When I was in high school at Aberdeen, we had football 

games against Bremerton schools. We always knew that it was the same sort of place as 

Aberdeen/Hoquiam, that it would be a tough game. In fact, there were a couple of famous 

Aberdeen-Bremerton football games in the 1960s when I was in school.  Bremerton had a 

great running back named Steve  Bramwell.

Walker:  I remember him.

Hughes:  He was fast. … And there was this real rivalry.  But, what’s the diff erence in the 

town today? Is Bremerton a far diff erent place from when you arrived in the early 1940s?

Walker:  Oh, it’s a far diff erent place because, like we had a lot of stores, like  Bremer’s, 

which was a real nice store,  JC Penney,  Woolworth.  And then we had a nice restaurant 

down on the end of  Pacifi c, before you go in the  Navy Yard, a real nice restaurant there.  

You really thought you were top dollar if you went in there.

Hughes:  What was the name of that place?

Walker:  I don’t remember.

Hughes:  So, the downtown just got decimated in the ’60s?

Walker:  Well, it did get worn down.  And fi nally there were several famous stores on 

Pacifi c.  And the bank that started up on 2nd and Pacifi c.  

Hughes:  So, something was happening downtown.

Walker:  There’s always been something happening downtown.  I remember one ti me we 

went to a meeti ng down on the lower Pacifi c before you get to 1st Street, and the meeti ng 

was upstairs.  I said, “Oh, we’re going up to the whorehouse,” because it used to be a 

whorehouse.

Hughes:  That’s right.  Back in the ’40s and ’50s it was sti ll a prett y wide open town, wasn’t it?

Walker:  Oh yeah!

Hughes:  So, there were a lot of tatt oo parlors and saloons and houses of ill repute.  

Walker:  Especially that, yes, right.
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Hughes:  Not that you would know.

Walker:  Well, one ti me I worked at one. I was the housekeeper, you know, and served the 

girls coff ee or tea.  

Hughes:  In Aberdeen, where I grew up, one theory was that the “tolerance” policy toward 

prosti tuti on kept the women folks safe from the rampaging loggers, sailors and all that 

element.

Walker:  That’s right.  There were a lot of whorehouses downtown in  Bremerton.  Some 

people were talking one day about that.  And I said, “Well, I work in that one!”  

Hughes:  Which one was that?

Walker:  Lord, I don’t remember the name. (chuckling)  People would say, “You were a 

whore?”  I said, “No, I wasn’t a whore.”  

Hughes:  (Laughing)  I think it’s amazing that this woman with such strong morals and such 

dignity can—

Walker:  And she worked in a whorehouse! 

Hughes:  But you were a custodian.

Walker:  That’s right.

Hughes:  How long did you work there?

Walker: Oh, a couple of years.  Down on  Pacifi c between 2nd and 1st Street.  … So, one day 

we were getti  ng the laundry ready to go.  And the madam, she’s down here with these 

towels at her nose.  I said, “Don’t you want some gloves on?”  And she said, “No.” And I 

said, “Well, I’m not going to handle those towels.”  These are towels the women had used.  

I said, “I’m not handling those towels without my gloves on.”

Hughes:  So, you were handling the linens?

Walker:  The linens. Well, we called them “Tail towels” because that’s what they were.

Hughes:  “Tail towels.” I’ve never heard that one! That’s great!  

 So, back there as you’re making the headway on civil rights, did you ever have any 

problems, really, with the schools?

Walker:  No.  The only problem I had, and I think I told you about that yesterday, was when 

I brought my brother  Ulysses out here and I had to warn his teacher about racist language.
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Hughes:  Did she get it right away, do you think?

Walker:  She didn’t do it again.

Hughes:  But did you see the look in her eyes where she thought, “My gosh, this lady just 

called me out on being a racist.”

Walker:  Well, I don’t know what she thought.  It was, “Yes, Mrs. Walker.”

Hughes:  So she wasn’t patronizing to you?

Walker:  No.  And that was it.

Hughes:  So, when would that have been?

Walker:  It was ’43. … Yeah, 1943, because  Ulysses came out here.  We had gone back 

home and he wanted to come out here for a year.  And mom and dad said, “OK, you can 

go.  But, you’ve got to send him back in a year.”  “OK, mom.”  So, we sent him back. We kept 

our word.  And he got back home and he said, “I’m going to get me a job.  I’m coming back.”

Hughes:  Boy, Ulysses must have had cultural shock leaving the wide spot in the road in 

rural  Illinois to come to  Bremerton.

Walker:  That’s right.  And he said, “Sis, I’m coming back.”  I said, “OK, tell mom and dad.  

See what they say.”

Hughes:  Bremerton must have been a happening place in World War II in terms of people.

Downtown Bremerton at the height of World War II. Note the barrage balloon. Kitsap County Historical Society Museum
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Walker:  Oh Lord, there were a lot of people here when we came over. A lot of people. 

People sleeping in the parks. I used to tell James, “We moved to  Bremerton in a shopping 

bag.”  But we found the room with Nannie  Jones. 

Hughes:  Nannie Jones?

Walker:  Nannie Jones, yeah.  A black lady. She had a house on 8th Street. There was a real 

shortage of housing during the war years – people even living in their cars, anyplace you 

could lay your head. I’m sure thankful that we had a decent place to stay. … We rented one 

room. We had to go downstairs to go to the bathroom.

Hughes:  She took in roomers, lodgers?

Walker:  Yeah, and then she had two daughters.  I forget what Nannie did.  But anyway, she 

was a member of my church at that ti me.

Hughes:  Have you always gone to the  A.M.E. church?

Walker:  Yes.

Hughes:  The same church?

Walker:  Ever since I’ve been here.  When I fi rst came to Bremerton there were no 

Shipyard workers lived in trailers and tents in 1942.  Puget Sound Navy Museum
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organized  Bapti st churches. We had been Bapti sts. … Well, there was a church group that 

met upstairs over a clothing store in downtown  Bremerton.  We went there one night and 

we didn’t like what we saw. 

Hughes: What didn’t you like?

Walker:  It was more like the  Holy Sancti fi ed to me.

Hughes:  It was more of a “Holy Roller” kind of thing, to use that old phrase.

Walker:  Right.  I’m not a shouter. One ti me I told our pastor that if he heard me shouti ng, 

he’d know “that lady just lost her mind!” So, we met Mr. and Mrs.  Simmons, and they 

invited us to their church.

Hughes:  That’s the same gentleman who was part of your  Puget Sound Civic Society civil 

rights group?

Walker:  Yes.

Hughes:  Would the noti on have been that the  NAACP, by that name, would have been 

a more infl ammatory thing than the “Puget Sound Civic Society”? That someone would 

have thought that the colored folks in Bremerton were making more trouble if they were 

packaged as the NAACP – more of a threat?

Walker:  The NAACP was known to be fi ghti ng for the rights. 

Hughes:  Even the Navy Intelligence people say that the Puget Sound Civic Society 

emphasized that it wanted peaceful and orderly ways to integrate. The Navy investi gators 

interviewed Robert D.  Addison, the president of the Society, who worked at the shipyard. 

He “stated that from his observati ons, the majority of the Negros are highly dissati sfi ed and 

very much disillusioned because of existi ng discriminati on.” Then there’s this wonderful 

line: “He pointed out that these colored workers have come here at the request of the 

government, and the majority of them feel the government should make a greater eff ort to 

make conditi ons more pleasant.” 

Robinson:  Even the housing wasn’t what it should have been.  They didn’t have a place to 

go and eat.  They were discriminated against in many ways.

Walker:  That’s right!

Hughes:  Charles M.  Stokes, the civil rights att orney who spoke at that mass meeti ng in 
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1944, said it was “morale sabotage.” Discriminati on was sabotaging the morale of the war 

workers at the shipyard.

Walker:  I wouldn’t have used those words. I would just tell it what it was.

Hughes:  What would you have said?

Walker:  I said, “There is discriminati on against Negros! They don’t want us to have the 

same things they were having.”

Hughes:  I’ve seen several references to the Bremerton branch of the  NAACP helping the 

 Seatt le group push through tougher anti -discriminati on laws, especially the   Greers and 

James and Lillian Walker.

Walker: We did. There was not one on the books in 

Olympia. The Bremerton unit and Seatt le worked 

on this law. We had good att orneys to help …

Hughes: Was Mr.  Stokes probably in the picture?

Walker: That’s right, together with Mr.  Burton.

Hughes: Were things a lot bett er here through the 

1950s? And then came the landmark Supreme 

Court decision on school desegregati on and things 

heated up in the South.

Walker:  I think things gradually improved here as 

far as race relati ons. And aft er we sued the drug 

store man. But there were major problems in the 

South especially.

Hughes:  And then in the crucible of the 1960s when  Marti n Luther King and the  Reverend 

Abernathy were conducti ng marches and they were having police dogs sic’d on them, and 

fi re hoses turned on them. What was it like then? That footage is sti ll just incredible to me.

Walker:  Yeah, me too.

Hughes:  And those four litt le girls blown to bits in  Birmingham in 1963 – my God, these 

darling litt le girls!

Walker:  You know, at that ti me my son Jimmy was in Stanford and they were having voter 

Marie and Elwood Greer, stalwarts in the Bremerton branch 
of the NAACP and dear friends of the Walkers.
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registrati on down South.  And he wanted to go down and work there.  I said, “Oh no you 

don’t!” I said, “We’re not sending you to college to go down South.  Those people run their 

own program.  No.” Because I couldn’t forget that Emmett   Till had gott en murdered down 

there (in  Mississippi in 1955 for allegedly fl irti ng with a white woman).

Hughes:  The lonesome death of Emmett  Till.

Robinson:  Now that was the fi rst ti me that I, as a young girl, really knew about 

discriminati on.  That was my fi rst exposure to that kind of hate. My mother showed 

me that in a  Jet magazine – the photos of his muti lated body.  And everybody in our 

neighborhood could tell you about Emmett  Till.

Hughes:  That was an incredibly principled and gutt y thing for Jet magazine to do, to 

graphically show what they’d done to that man.  

 Robinson:  Beauti ful young man.

Hughes:  I remember being in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1963 when it was the absolute 

epitome of Southern segregated society.  And I went back there for a newspaper 

conference in the 1990s. I stayed at the Peabody Hotel, and I went into the restaurant 

there on a Sunday morning.  There were black families coming back from church with their 

children, dressed to the nines, eati ng Sunday breakfast at that big hotel. I’ve got goosefl esh 

right now just thinking about how much things had changed in those 30 years.

So, what happened in Bremerton in that era?  You said there was a march in the 

1960s to support Dr. King’s eff orts?

Walker:  A group of us marched from the Post Offi  ce on 6th Street and marched downtown.  

It was around the same ti me that Marti n Luther  King was leading a march. I don’t know 

whether it was the same day.  But there were no disturbances or anything.

Hughes:  And that was people of all creeds and colors?

Walker:  All creeds and colors.

Hughes:  Were you here then, Dianne?

Robinson:  Yes, I was.  But I don’t think I was in that march. (addressing Mrs. Walker) I 

remember you guys left  from the church.  Or that your church was involved in that.

Walker:  Yeah, our church was involved.  
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Robinson:  There were a lot of things going on when I got here in the ’60s. A lot of things 

were being done to her church.  The  Ebenezer A.M.E. Church was the most acti ve, I think, 

in the community.  

Walker:  Oh yeah, it was.

Robinson:  Aft er I got here in ’66, we did establish a group called  Black Concerned Citi zens.  

We initi ated bringing black, African-American teachers here.  There were practi cally no 

African-American teachers – you know, like one or two.  It wasn’t even that.

Hughes:  When you arrived, what was the African-American populati on of  Kitsap County?  

What would you say?

Robinson:  I would say maybe about two percent.

Walker:  That’s what I was thinking.

Hughes:  About 1,500 black people? 2,000?

Robinson:  Yeah, I would say maybe 2,000.

Hughes:  These numbers have been fairly consistent, apart from the peak during the war 

ti me, haven’t they?

Robinson:  I think the military has a lot to do with it.  You know, the transient people. I 

don’t know whether you would consider them as part of the populati on or what.  A lot of 

military families came here during that period of ti me. There were three Navy ships here at 

one ti me in the 1960s.

Hughes:  How about today?  Is the black populati on sti ll about the same today?

Robinson:  No, I think it’s about three percent now.

Walker:  Oh, is it?

Hughes:  Is that all people of color or just African-American?

 Robinson:  Just African American.  It might be higher than that, from the 2000 census it 

was about three percent.

Walker:  Oh really?

Hughes:  How does that compare to  Pierce County?  Is Pierce a lot blacker than Kitsap?

Robinson:  Yes, much more.
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Editor’s Note: For 2008, the State Offi  ce of Financial Management extrapolated 

Census data and other data and esti mated the populati on of  Kitsap County at 246,800, of 

which 8,065 were blacks, or 3.3 percent. The 2008 esti mate for  Pierce County was 805,400, 

with 61,286 blacks, or 7.6 percent.

Hughes:  Interesti ng.  By the ’60s, did you have a more sophisti cated, more color blind 

society in  Bremerton because of what you’d done, Mrs. Walker?

Walker:  It’s really hard to say.  But, yes, we’d made progress. And we’ve had colored 

people working on the (electi on day) polls.  I worked on the polls. So that made a 

diff erence in getti  ng people involved.

Hughes:  You’ve been really acti ve in the  Democrati c Party here for years, haven’t you?

Walker:  Oh yeah.  I didn’t go in to sit down and listen.

Hughes:  Tell me about that. When did you 

fi rst start getti  ng acti ve in the party?

Walker:  Lord have mercy!

Hughes:  Was it right from the get-go?

Walker:  I’m trying to think.  The 1940s. Mrs. 

 Greer asked me would I like to join, and I said 

yes I would.

Hughes:  Mrs. Greer?

Robinson:  Yes, I have all her paperwork.  She 

was head of the Democrati c Party for a long 

ti me.

Hughes:  Do you remember her fi rst name?

Walker:  Marie

Hughes:  Marie Greer.  Was she a Caucasian 

lady or a person of color?

Walker:  She was a person of color.

Robinson:  Those two women were something 

else. Lillian with her best friend, Marie Greer.
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Walker:  They called us the twins. (laughing)

Hughes:  Oh, I think I saw a picture of you two.

Walker:  They called us the twins wherever we went.  They’d say, “Where’s your twin?”

One ti me  Marie was president of the  Kitsap County Democrati c Women’s Club, and I was 

the secretary.  And we worked at it.  We didn’t go in it just to be in something.

Hughes:  Were you working hard to get young people signed up – and people of all ages 

signed up to vote?

Walker:  Trying to. … We even had speakers to come to our church.

Hughes:  Anybody famous?

Walker:  Lord, I shouldn’t have brought it up. I don’t know. Jesse Jackson.

Hughes:  I met Jesse  Jackson on Grays Harbor in the 1970s.  

Walker:  Oh really?

Hughes:  And that was really interesti ng. I was struck that he’s a big man.  I mean he’s a big 

athleti c guy.

Walker:  Yeah, right.

Robinson:  He used to come here quite oft en.

Hughes:  Did he?

Walker:  He sure did.

Dianne Robinson:  Him and Dr. McKinney came here. 

Walker:  Yeah, Reverend McKinney.

Editor’s Note:  Samuel B.  McKinney grew up in Cleveland in the 1920s and 1930s, 

the son of a prominent and politi cally engaged black minister.  He att ended Morehouse 

college, where was a classmate of the Rev. Marti n Luther  King Jr.  McKinney moved to 

Seatt le in 1958 to lead one of Seatt le’s oldest and most prominent black churches, Mt. Zion 

Bapti st Church.  McKinney quickly became a leader in the “movement for human rights,” 

which included playing a major role in the Central Area Civil Rights Committ ee. McKinney 

reti red from Mt. Zion in 1998, aft er serving its congregati on for 40 years. But in 2005, he 

returned to once again lead the church that has been so instrumental in Seatt le’s civil rights 

struggles. –  UW Civil Rights and Labor History Project: www.depts.washington.edu/civilr/

mckinney.htm .  
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Hughes:  Did you ever meet Jesse?

Walker:  I don’t think I ever did.  But James and I when 

we went to  New York when our son was there, we got to 

meet Roy  Wilkins (the great American civil rights leader).

Robinson:  Roy Wilkins came here too.

Walker:  Yeah, he came here. … He was a dignifi ed 

person. He was great, I thought.

Hughes:  What year was that Mrs. Walker?

Walker:  ’68.

Hughes:  1968.  And what were you doing there in New 

York?

Walker:  Our  son was in school there. 

Hughes:  Is this aft er  Stanford?

Walker:  Yes.  And he took us to see Roy Wilkins. … Later, Jimmy started assistant teaching 

and going to school.  He went to  Columbia University. And then he had applied in Michigan 

to get his Ph.D.  And when he got his off er, he took it to his counselor.  And he said, “Grab 

it.  You can’t get anything,” because he got a sti pend as well as working on his Ph.D.  

Hughes:  What an achievement. You know when I think about your life, and the nearly 96 

years of living you’ve done, it’s amazing. When I was driving home, I was thinking, This lady 

grows up “dirt poor,” as you put it, at this wide spot in the road.  She ploughs the earth and 

she’s plunking squirrels and rabbits. It’s an amazing story to see what you and James did 

with your lives, how you changed things and raised these kids, parti cularly this son with a 

Ph.D. in epidemiology.  That must make you incredibly proud.

Walker:  I am! I tell him oft en, “You have made me proud.  I couldn’t be any prouder.”  And 

he has always supported his dad and I in our way of life.  

Hughes:  And then look what you’ve done in your community. You came here and you 

made a diff erence.

Walker:  I keep remembering what it was like down South (in the 1940s). I remember when 

James came home one day and said, “Well, they want me to go…” someplace in the South. 

Roy Wilkins
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I can’t remember if it was Georgia or Louisiana.  But he said, “I hesitate to take you down 

South, honey.”  Because we had been down there visiti ng, you know, and then one day I 

went in the store to buy a pair of hose. I think I told you this story.

Hughes:  When you were in  Louisiana.

Walker:  In Louisiana. It was in 1943.  And the sales clerk left  me and went to wait on a 

white woman that came in.  I went to the car and told  James, “Get me out of this town.  I’ll 

kill somebody.  I can’t take this.” The South was not for me.

Hughes:  The South was not going to rise again on your watch!

Walker:  Oooohhhh, no!

Hughes:  If they’d were going to kill you for being black, you would have taken somebody 

with you, wouldn’t you?

Walker:  Oh, I would have. Like I told you about the man at the restaurant, and he was going 

to come over to the counter and get me.  And I said, “You’ll leave here without a part of you.”

Hughes:  It would be erroneous for me to compare you to Gandhi in this profi le, wouldn’t 

it?!  (laughing) You’re all for non-violence, as a matt er of principle, but if somebody …

Walker:  You know, I hate to say I’m a fi ghter, but even as a kid, nobody beat me.  I’m not 

bragging.

Hughes:  You’ve made a believer out of me, Mrs. Walker. You learned early on to stand up 

for yourself.

Walker:  I tried.

Hughes:  But you’re also a peace-loving 

person?

Walker:  I try to be.  I think you can work 

and negoti ate and sit down and have a 

conference, and you get to speak your 

peace.  I didn’t say I was going to agree with 

you. I will discuss it with you.  But what is 

that sign I’ve got in the bathroom? (laughing)

Hughes:  It says, “You have the right to your opinion just as long as it agrees with mine.”  
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Walker:  And like I used to tell my kids, you know, you are the child and if God had meant 

you to be the ruler he would have fi gured out some other way that mothers didn’t have to 

go through all that pain of having a baby.  I don’t know if it sunk in or not, but that’s what I 

would tell them.

Hughes:  My mother used to call me at 4:13 a.m. every year on October 22, my birthday. 

She’d wake me up and say, “This is your mother.  I was in excruciati ng pain at this ti me in 

1943.  But I sti ll love you and you’re worth it.”

Walker:  (laughing) That’s really cute!

Hughes: Tell me about the  Ebenezer A.M.E. Church.  Is it in the same place today as it was 

when you joined in October of 1941? 

Walker:  Yes, it is.  

Hughes:  If I go looking for the A.M.E. Church, where is it?

Walker:  It’s at 9th and Park.  902 Park Ave.

Hughes:  A lot of people who hear the name think there is something goofy about 

“Methodist Episcopal.”  But “Episcopal” refers just to organizing; it’s not the Anglican-style 

Episcopal Church.

Walker:  It’s a Methodist Church.  The African Methodist Episcopal Church.

Ebenezer African Methodist Episcopal Church gathering, 1920.  Black Historical Society of Kitsap County
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Hughes:  Has that been a huge part of your life?

Walker:  Yeah, it has.

Hughes:  What have you done in terms of church work? Have you had a key role as an 

elder over the years?

Walker:  We went to Seatt le one day. The missionary women of the church went to a 

meeti ng.  And so they asked me, “Well, what offi  ce have you held in the church?”  I said, 

“I’ve been everything but the minister.”  I was trustee. I was a steward. I was the secretary 

of the Sunday School. I’ve been on the trustees’ board, and I’ve been on the steward 

board, and I’ve been the president of the Missionary Society.  Like I told them, I’ve held 

every offi  ce in the  Ebenezer A.M.E. Church except being the minister.

Hughes:  They ought to ordain you down the stretch, just for drill.

Walker:  No, no. I was once one of the minister’s secretaries.  So I’d go down there, and he 

drank. He had wine.  I said, “You know, are you going to be drunk on Sunday mornings? I 

wonder what the congregati on would say if they knew how much you drank.”  And this is a 

fact.  “Don’t you want a drink of wine?”  “No thank you.  I’m working.”  

Hughes:  Was he chastened by that? Did he get the message?

Walker:  No.  Well, I don’t know.  

Hughes:  How long did that guy last?

Walker:  Probably two years, maybe.

Hughes:  And you’ve got a lady pastor now.

Walker:  Oh Lord have mercy!

Hughes:  You know, Judge Utt er is a Bapti st.

Walker:  Is he?

Hughes:  Yes. But he has more or less fallen out. You know, you and Judge Utt er are a lot 

alike. He tries to be kind but he speaks his mind. I said, “Well, are you sti ll real acti ve in 

your church?”  And he said, “Unfortunately, I’m not, because every  Bapti st congregati on 

has the seeds of destructi on sewn within each one – and that is the way they pick and 

change their pastors.”

Walker:  You know, in the back of the church in my home, back in  Illinois. They tell me that 
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the preacher used to come there, and on a Sunday morning he’d have the Bible here, and 

his pistol there.

Hughes:  A Bible and a pistol?

Walker:  Right. He’d say: “If you raise up against me, I’m going to shoot you.”

Hughes:  Are you kidding?

Walker:  I guess you always had to agree with him. (laughing)  You’re not going to raise up!

Hughes: So, how many people are there in the congregati on of the  A.M.E. church?  Is it 

bigger or smaller than it used to be?

Walker:  It’s smaller now, and it’s getti  ng smaller.

Hughes:  How many people go there?

Walker:  Oh, I’d say Sunday mornings there may be 30, 35.  

Hughes:  And back in your day, back in the day?

Walker:  Oh, we had the church full on a Sunday morning, you know. 

Hughes:  So, in your spare ti me here while you’re raising kids and you’re showing the colors 

for equality, you’re a founding member of the  NAACP.

Walker:  Yes, I’m one of them. I was at a program the other night to celebrate the 100th 

anniversary of the NAACP, and they had me stand up to be honored as a charter member 

(of the Bremerton chapter). They said they weren’t going to give me another plaque 

because I already had a wall covered in plaques. 

Hughes:  And a founding member of the  YWCA of Kitsap County.

Walker:  Yeah, one of them. 

Hughes:  You’re acti ve in the  Democrati c Party.

Walker:  Yes, I was.

Hughes: You were president of the Bremerton unit of Church Women United?

Walker: Yes.

Hughes: And you worked at the  Black USO Club during World War II?

Walker: Yes.

Hughes: What did you do there?

Walker: Oh, just greeti ng people … and being the go-between to make sure they were 

getti  ng what they needed.
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Robinson: It was at the  Labor Temple on  Burwell Street.

Hughes: And you were the recipient of the  Golden Acorn award from the PTA?

Walker: Oh yeah.

Hughes:  And you’ve been everything but a minister in the A.M.E. Church.

Walker:  In the  Ebenezer A.M.E. Church.

Hughes:  We don’t want to short-change Ebenezer.

Walker:  Oh no.

Hughes: And you were former treasurer of the  Bremerton Garden Club?

Walker:  Yes, I used to belong.

Hughes:  Did you help organize that?

Walker:  No, they were going already.  And one of my friends, she’s passed now. She and I 

were good friends in  PTA.  She wanted me to join, and I joined.  And I enjoyed it.

Hughes:  In terms of gardening, you’ve got some amazing butt ercups along the driveway.  I 

don’t know if they’re wild or not, but they’re gorgeous.

Walker:  They’re wild. 

Hughes:  (Addressing Robinson) And I asked earlier about the black  USO Club in Bremerton. 

 Robinson:  Yes.

Hughes:  Did they have black Shore Patrol as well as white Shore Patrol?  Were they 

treati ng those black Navy sailors any diff erent?

Robinson:  I think they had some black Shore Patrol.

Walker:  You know when the Negro soldiers couldn’t do certain things, they got that broke 

up.

Hughes:  What was the  Carver Civic Club, Mrs. Walker?

Walker:  It’s a club that belongs to the Nati onal Associati on of Colored Women. And I guess 

I sti ll am on the nati onal board.

Hughes:  Is that sti ll acti ve, the Carver Club?

Walker:  Oh yes.

Hughes:  What do those ladies do?

Walker:  Dianne is a new member of it.
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Robinson:  Yeah, I got it going again.  It is one of the oldest African-American organizati ons.  

Walker:  It is the oldest.

Hughes:  Really?

Robinson:  Yeah, and they spread it out all over the United States, and they did that around 

1896. They could help people in the community to build the moral conditi ons.

Walker:  Yes.  That’s why they organized in 1896, because the white people thought that 

the Negro women were nothing but whores and prosti tutes. And so they wanted to get 

that marked out and show people we are not women of the streets. We are upstanding. 

We are Christi an. We believe in treati ng people right.  And that was the philosophy behind 

their organizati on.  

 Robinson:  It was also where they helped to educate. A lot of the school teachers were 

a part of those clubs.  They were like a community connecti on to the people, as far as 

educati on goes.

Hughes:  How have you done on diversifying faculti es in Bremerton public schools?  Are 

people of color prett y well represented now?  I was shocked when I started doing work 

about Justi ce Smith to fi nd out that so few judges in our state are people of color.

The annual tea of the Carver Civic Club in 1966.  Hazel Colvin is at left , Mrs. Walker third from left , and Gert Joseph fi ft h 
from left .
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Robinson:  That’s the same thing here as far as the school district goes.  You know, I really 

feel like they haven’t made a great move either.  

Walker:  They haven’t, no.

Robinson:  I remember us recruiti ng the African-American teachers here back in the 1960s, 

and I don’t think they have hired many African-American teachers since then.

Walker:  Except Alyce’s daughter, Phyllis.  

Hughes:  Do you have any problem in recruiti ng African-Americans to Bremerton? What 

type of reputati on does Bremerton have?  If I would just stop somebody on the street who 

happened to be a person of color, what would they say about what kind of community 

 Bremerton is in welcoming people of color?

Walker:  I would think it depended on the person that you stopped, as to what they did. 

What would you say,  Dianne?

Robinson:  I would think that it probably would be very negati ve because we don’t have a 

lot of representati on on the boards.  I’m the only (minority) city councilperson. 

Walker:  That’s right.  I don’t think we’ve ever had another black City Council person.

Dianne Robinson:  Yes we have. Al  Colvin.

Walker:  Oh yeah, Al.

Hughes:  Was Al maybe the fi rst person of color in the 

history of the  Bremerton City Council?

Dianne Robinson:  Yes, I think Al was.  And then there 

was Marty Crutcher.  So there have been three. 

Editor’s Note: Colvin died in 2008 at the age 

of 85. The civic pioneer was a member of the famed 

 Tuskegee Airmen – the fi rst group of Negro fi ghter 

pilots during World War II.

Walker:  But if it was just an ordinary (minority) 

person that you just happened to see on the street, I 

don’t think they would give you a positi ve answer.

Robinson:  This area is sti ll predominately white.
Al Colvin as a young Tuskegee Airman during World War II.  
Black Historical Society of Kitsap County
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Hughes:  Are you seeing a large infl ux of Hispanics folks?

Robinson:  I’ve seen it here in the last two or three years.  It’s just amazing how many 

Hispanics are here now.  That’s a big change right there.

Walker:  I know in this neighborhood we’ve seen it too.

Hughes:  I want to be sure that I have my stories straight.  In the  Sinclair Park history 

project that  Dianne worked on there’s a litt le snippet of an oral history done with you, Mrs. 

Walker.  And it’s this story involving Chief  Morken and Bill  Simmons, another civil rights 

acti vist. Chief Morken was called to the scene aft er an incident involving Mr. Simmons at a 

“restaurant.” Is that prett y much the same story you told earlier about your husband being 

refused service at the drug store?

Walker:  No, that was at the  Triangle Café down by the ferry terminal in the 1940s, where 

we had a “sit-in” in front of the establishment. We wouldn’t leave unti l the chief of police 

got there. … And we had a sit-in at another restaurant that was on 2nd Avenue. We always 

tried to get our point across without making another mess.

Hughes:  So it was James and Bill Simmons (at the Triangle Café)?

Walker:  Yes.  

Hughes: But it sounds like you were there as well.

Walker: I was, and I think the minister was there, too. How come I can’t remember anything?

Hughes:  Because you have too many things to remember.  

Robinson: Cummings.

Walker:  Yes, the Reverend Frank  Cummings. He was the minister of our church at that 

ti me.  And he met with Mr. Simmons and Chief Art Morken and the owner of the café.

Robinson:  What year was that one?  

Walker:  It was around ’43.

Dianne Robinson: Then that was E.P.  Williams who was the minister.  I have all that 

paperwork.  

Walker:  Oh, he was the minister who was involved?

Hughes:  Well, here’s what I’ve transcribed from that tape about the history of Sinclair 

Park.  Chief Morken came along and said to Simmons, “What’s going on here Bill?” And Bill 
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said, “These people just don’t want to serve us.  They don’t want to serve any Negroes.  

They just want to serve white people.”  So then the chief talked to them.   Simmons and the 

chief met with the owner of the restaurant the next day. 

Walker:  On Monday. And he decided he would serve anybody that came in. 

Hughes:  The interviewer then turns to you, Mrs. Walker, and you say, “That was the start 

of ending some of the segregati on in  Bremerton, especially in eati ng places. Because if 

you can’t treat your fellow man right and try to help bett er conditi ons for people that are 

coming behind you, well then why did you live?” 

Walker:  That sounds like me! (laughing)

Hughes:  That’s prett y much your credo isn’t it?

Walker:  That is right. That you’re not here to mistreat people.  

Hughes:  That was prett y much what you always set out to do, wasn’t it – create bett er 

conditi ons?

Walker:  Oh yeah, you don’t set up to tear somebody down.  You are supposed to help 

people. 

Hughes:  I was interested to read that  Quincy Jones 

Sr., a carpenter from Chicago, moved into  Sinclair 

Heights in 1943, with his two sons, including  Quincy 

Jr., who was very musical. Did you know young 

Quincy Jones?

Walker:  I knew him but I didn’t know him very 

personally, you know.

Hughes:  So you didn’t have any idea when you saw 

this bright boy that he was going to be one of the 

great musicians in American history?

Walker:  No, I had no idea.  Years later when I read 

about him, I said, “I knew that kid!”

Hughes:  Did Quincy Jones come back to Bremerton 

over the years? Quincy Jones Jr. as a boy.
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Walker:  He has been here I think a couple of ti mes aft er he got famous.  But I never met him 

when he came.  I would like to meet him.  I’d say, “I knew you when you were a snott y nose.”

 Robinson:  We’ve been trying to get him back here to do a project.

Hughes:  That would be great.

Robinson:  He had a show in  Seatt le, and when I went over to see if I could meet him. I had 

found a picture, a 1943 picture, of him as a boy at  Sinclair Park.  And in the picture was a 

group of children. It was Easter Sunday, at the  Sinclair Church, and there was Quincy  Jones 

right in the middle of that. I met him and said, “Well, I have a picture of you.”  So he asked 

me to come up and bring the picture.  He calls his brother from behind the stage. He said, 

“Come here – you won’t believe this.  This lady has got a picture of me in church when I 

was a kid.”  And he said, “I don’t even remember being in church when I was a kid.”

Hughes:  That’s wonderful.  You’ve got this picture sti ll?

Robinson:  Yes.

Hughes:  I’d like to see that.  But you don’t remember, Mrs. Walker, if you never upbraided 

Quincy or fl att ered him and told him he had a real talent?

Walker:  If I did I don’t remember. He didn’t make a big impression. 

Hughes:  OK. Tell us about Sinclair Heights – about being postmaster up there, albeit for a 

short ti me.  That was something important you achieved, aft er getti  ng the top score on the 

test.  You had a real opportunity there.  And if it hadn’t have been for you being devoted to 

being a mom, you might have gone someplace in the Post Offi  ce.

Walker:  Oh I probably could have, yeah. Knowing me, I probably years later would have 

run for Carl  Halverson’s job. He was the Bremerton postmaster. At the ti me when he hired 

me, I joked, “Now, teach me all you know because I’m going to get your job.”

Hughes:  It’s too bad you couldn’t have stuck with that.  With the chutzpah you have, you 

would have really gone places in the  Post Offi  ce.

Walker:  Mr. Halverson was very upset when I told him I was leaving. He hated to lose 

me. He was a real gentleman – a good white man. But my going places was lesser than 

being a mom. I wanted to raise my kids. I wanted to insti ll me in them, not somebody else 

teaching them what they wanted them to be.  I just never could understand a woman that 
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gives birth to a baby and then when it’s a few months old she goes off  to do her thing and 

somebody else is teaching her child. I didn’t want that.

Hughes:  What did you teach your children?  

Walker:  I tried to infl uence them to treat everybody like you like to be treated. You don’t 

fi ght unless you have to. Things like that.  And “tell the truth.”  

And my  son and I went down here to the  R & H Store one day.

Hughes:  Where did you go?

Walker:  The R & H Market, right down here on the highway.  

Hughes:  Can you spell that?

Walker:  It’s R & H.  

Hughes:  R & H?

Walker:  Yeah, a grocery store.  So we got home and he was writi ng with a pen.  I said, 

“Where did you get that pen?”  “I got it down at the store.”  “Did you buy it?”  “No.”  I said, 

“OK, you’re going to take it back and tell them that you stole.” And it never happened again.

Hughes:  How old was Jimmy at that ti me?

Walker:  He was probably 5 or 6, maybe 7. He knew bett er. I said, “You don’t steal.  Why 

didn’t you buy the pen, or ask me to buy it for you?”  He didn’t think about it, he just saw 

the pen and he wanted it.  I said, “We don’t do that.”

Hughes:  Do you have grandchildren?

Walker:  Oh yes.   June has three – a boy and two girls.  And Jimmy has two girls.  The 

youngest one is going to  Syracuse University and she graduates next year.  He called me 

yesterday. “Mom can I put you down for a hotel room for...” and gave me the date of her 

graduati on. I said, “I don’t know whether I’ll be alive.”  “Well, if you’re alive.” So he gave me 

the dates and I called June, because I can’t come by myself.  I wouldn’t dare.

Hughes:  When is she going to graduate?

Walker:  Next year, June I believe it is.

Hughes:  That will be amazing.  So, do you get to see your grandkids?  Are they all over?

Walker:  I see them once in a while.  Someti mes when Jimmy comes home for the summer 

Ashley will come back, too.  Allison, the oldest one, has moved to New York.  Her fi rst job 
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she worked in Kentucky.  So one day she said, “Grandma, I don’t like my boss.” I said, “Why 

don’t you study and get a new job?”  “I don’t want a new job.”  And I said, “Then quit 

complaining about her.  Just be so nice to her – nice enough to kill her.”

Hughes:  I asked you about Barack  Obama yesterday and I’d like you to think about it again 

because it’s such a defi ning moment (in American history). Did you work hard for Barack 

Obama?  

Walker:  No, because I had broken my hip.  But every ti me I had a chance, I would. Like one 

day a man called me. He was taking a politi cal poll.  He was asking me diff erent questi ons 

and then he got around to, “Are you a  Democrat or a  Republican?”  I said, “I told you in 

the beginning, I’m a Democrat. I’m for Obama.”  “Oh, that’s right you did.”  I said, “Well, 

don’t forget it because I have never been a Republican, and I will never be a Republican.  

And I will support him because I think he’s the best thing that has entered on the scene in 

politi cs.  He’s the man.  We need him.”

Hughes:  And it’s really not so much an issue of color, is it?

Walker:  No. It’s no color.  He knows what he’s doing.  When he’s giving a speech he has 

done all the research he can.  Like, I saw him one day on TV talking to the press, and he 

said, “I haven’t read it yet, and I can’t give you an answer about a report unti l I read it.”

Hughes:  Did you like that line when they were talking about how he had promised the kids 

a dog?  And he said, “We are looking for a shelter dog – a mutt  like me.”

Walker:  Ooohhh, I didn’t hear that! (laughing)  But one day somebody asked them, “How 

is the dog coming along?”  And  Michelle says, “Oh, he tore up a book last night.”

Hughes:  She’s a remarkable woman too.

Walker:  She sure is.  She sure is.  I’m telling you.

Hughes:  And those darling litt le girls, my gosh; they make a nice fi rst family.

Walker:  You know they took them to Europe with them?

Hughes:  Paris.  What a neat opportunity for those kids.

Walker:  I thought that was really nice.

Hughes:  So, you were sitti  ng here watching your old RCA TV on electi on night. What were 

you thinking?
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Walker:  That I wouldn’t be in that crowd up there (in  Chicago) for nothing.

Hughes:  Yeah, Oprah  Winfrey was there and Jesse  Jackson was there.

 Robinson:  I was there too!

Walker:  Yeah, she was there.

Hughes:  That must have been electric.

 So, Mrs. Walker, from your birth in 1913 to this amazing year of 2008, did you ever 

think you’d live to see a person of color being elected President of the United States?

Walker:  No. I hoped, but I never thought it would happen in my lifeti me. But the fi rst ti me 

I heard  Obama speak, I said, “That’s the man.  He can do it.”

Hughes:  I thought it might be General  Powell.

Walker:  Obama surpasses Powell by a mile.  He’s way ahead of Powell, I think.

Hughes:  And how about some of your other heroes, regardless of color, in your lifeti me.  

Who have you really admired?

Walker:  I admired Franklin  Roosevelt. … And I met him when he came to Bremerton.

Hughes:  Tell me about that!

Walker:  Well, it was just, “I’m Mrs. Walker, Mr. President. Glad to meet you.”  You know, 

stuff  like that.

Hughes:  Was he classically FDR – gracious?

Walker:  Oh he was very gracious, yes.

Hughes:  Wonderful smile?

Walker:  Yes!

Hughes:  Was he riding in a car?

Walker:  No, he was in a wheelchair.

Hughes:  You saw FDR in a wheelchair? Isn’t that interesti ng?

Walker:  It’s really interesti ng. 

Hughes:  But you’re sure he was in a wheelchair?

Walker: I’m sure, yeah.

Hughes: I ask that because he wore steel braces on his legs because he’d had polio, 

and there was a subterfuge by his staff , with the assistance of the press, to create the 
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impression that he wasn’t so crippled, to make him look more robust. But late in the war … 

when he was really fati gued, they someti mes were less guarded …

Walker: Well, he was sitti  ng. He was not standing. I never shook his hand when he was 

standing.

Hughes:  And what was the occasion? 

Walker:  The  Democrats were having something here. I don’t remember.

Robinson:  He went to the  Ship Yard.  Actually, he came here twice, in 1942 and 1944.

Hughes:  Mrs. Walker must have met him the second ti me. His son-in-law and daughter 

came out here to manage the Seatt le P-I – John and Anna Boetti  ger.

Robinson:  Yes.

Walker: It was in 1944.

Hughes: What did he say to you?  What were his words, Mrs. Walker?

Walker:  Oh, “Glad to meet you,” or something.  I was just a nobody.

Hughes:  But did you shake his hand?

Walker:  Oh yeah.

Hughes:  And did he look you in the eye?

Walker:  Oh yeah.

Editor’s Note:  Roosevelt’s visit to the Navy Yard in 1942 was one of the best kept 

secrets of the war, even though he spoke to yard workers. They were admonished not to 

talk about it. FDR visited the Navy Yard again on August 12, 1944, at which ti me he made a 

nati onwide radio broadcast from the prow of a destroyer.

Hughes:  Who are some of your other politi cal heroes?

Walker:  Oh Lord, that’s a tough questi on.

Hughes:  Are there some state representati ves that you’ve worked hard for over the years, 

that have done a good job for  Kitsap County?

Walker:  Yeah, and Governor Rosellini – we went to his ball at the Capitol.

Hughes:  You went to the Inaugural Ball for Governor  Rosellini?

Walker:  Well, had a party at the Capitol and we were there. Adele ( Ferguson) was there.

Hughes:  This is a good story already. I can feel it coming on.
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Walker:  They had food, and they had chitlins.

Hughes:  Chitlins?

Walker:  Chitlins.  And they had diff erent kinds of food on the table. We had all gone 

around and gott en a plate, you know.  And  Adele said, “I love those things.  What are 

they?”  And I said, “Those are Kentucky Oysters.”

Hughes:  “Kentucky oysters”? What is that?

Walker:  That’s what the old-fashioned name for them is.  Chitlins. You don’t say those are 

“hog guts,” you know.  I said, “Help yourself, lady! They don’t care. They’ve got whatever 

you can eat.” Adele loved those things. She was bragging on them.

Hughes:  Who brought the chitlins?

Walker:  I have no idea.  I’ll have to ask Adele the next ti me I see her, “You remember the 

Kentucky Oysters?” (laughing)

Hughes:  That is so funny. … Have any other governors been here who have been 

parti cularly good for  Kitsap County?

Walker:  I don’t really know.  But one of the things about the 23rd District is they enlarged 

it.  And then they called me, and wanted me to run again for precinct committ ee offi  cer. 

And I said, “No, because you increased my precinct and I cannot cover it.  And I don’t want 

something that I can’t do my job in.”

Hughes:  You were precinct committ eewoman for the 23rd District?

Walker:  Yes.  Oh, I did that for I don’t know how many years.

Hughes:  Did you go to any of those nati onal conventi ons over the years?

Walker:  No, I never went to any.

Hughes:  How about the state ones?

Walker:  I went to some state conventi ons. Like one ti me there was something in  Yakima 

where  James and I took the bus over there.  But, I never went to a nati onal, no.

Hughes:  So, when did James reti re from the job there in  Seatt le? Was he taking the ferry 

across every day?

Walker:  Yeah, he was taking the ferry or driving his car, most of the ti me, though, he’d take 

his car and park it in the parking lot.  That’s we came to have two cars because he bought a 

Toyota to ride the ferry.  



134

Hughes:  So when was it that he reti red?

Walker:   He worked 39 years and if he could 

have worked one more year then he would 

have had 40 years in the service.  And he 

started in ’41, so it was ’79. I believe that was 

the year he reti red.  And I said, “Well, if you 

work six more months…”  He came home one 

day and he said, “I think I’m trying to have 

another heart att ack!”

Hughes:  Had he had a heart att ack?

Walker:  He had had a heart att ack, yes.  And 

so, when he came home that night, we were 

working at the bank doing janitorial work, and 

he came home and he was hurti ng.  He wanted 

a couple of aspirins.

Hughes:  Did that help?

Walker:  Oh yeah.  But, Monday morning I called the doctor and told him the problem.  He 

said, “I think you ought to bring James in.”  He had had a heart att ack.  So, the doctor sent 

him to Seatt le, to Swedish Hospital. The doctor, he’s an elderly man.  And when we got 

through, he set him up with an appointment to come back for an operati on.  So, we came 

home and I called his local doctor and I took James in and I told him what the Seatt le doctor 

said.  I said, “He wants to operate on him.”  He said, “I didn’t send you to Seatt le for medical 

advice.  I sent you to see if he agreed with me that he had had a heart att ack. But he didn’t 

have any heart damage.”  So when the (Seatt le) doctor called James, James said, “I won’t 

be there.”  The doctor said, “Let me talk to Mrs. Walker.”  And I said, “Well, I took him to his 

doctor and his doctor said he didn’t send him over there to see you to make an appointment 

for an operati on. He just wanted you to agree or disagree on whether he had a heart att ack.”

Hughes:  A second opinion.

Walker:  A second opinion, exactly.  And I said, “No, we won’t be there.  The doctor said 

James Walker receiving his 35-year pin in 1977. 
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he doesn’t have any heart damage, and he does not need any surgery.”  But see, we had 

Blue Shield, our insurance.  So his local doctor said, “He’s looking at the money. He wasn’t 

looking at his health, (just) how much money he could get out of this one operati on.”

Hughes:  Please tell me this has a happy ending.  So did  James do well aft er that?

Walker:  He did. Dr. Harris, his doctor here said, “He doesn’t have any heart damage.”

Hughes:  So please tell me that you and James got to have a happy reti rement together 

before he passed away.

Walker:  We always had things 

together.

Hughes:  What did you do?

Walker:  Well, someti mes we’d decide 

to go to restaurants that we didn’t 

ordinarily go to, or things like that.

Hughes:  You had a nice ti me.

Walker:  Yes, we always had a nice 

ti me.

Hughes:  And when did James leave 

us?

Walker:  He died in 2000. 

Hughes:  How old was James?

Walker:  Let’s see, he was born in 

1911. He was 89.

Hughes:  So, you married an “older 

guy”?

Walker:  Well, he was only two years older. 

Hughes:  I’m kidding you!

Walker:  If I had searched the world over I couldn’t have found a bett er mate.  He was a 

good husband.  He was a good father. He was a good son.  Well, I think he was a good son.  

(laughing) One day I said, “Did you call your mother this week?”  “No.”  So he got on the 

James and Lillian Walker in their reti rement years.
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phone and called his mother.  “Well, Lillian told me that I should call you.”  His mother said, 

“Why does Lillian have to tell you to call me?”

Hughes:  James was a lucky man.  My mom always said that the best thing about people 

who were so alive when they were alive, is that when they’re gone, they’ve never really 

gone.  You expect them to walk in the room.

Walker:  Oh Lord, tell me about!

Hughes:  I can tell from that guy’s smile in that photo.  Boy, he’s a good-looking man.

Walker:  Oh Lord, the other night I looked over (at his picture) and I could see him coming 

through the door.  Or, I go to bed… “OK, honey, I got the bed warmed for you!”  And he 

says, “OK, put your cold foot up on my leg.”  That’s what I heard for 40 years. Now I’ve got 

to put on socks.

Hughes:  That’s wonderful!

 Back to less happy stuff : You were quoted, just last year, you said that when you 

came to  Bremerton it was “a white supremacist town.”

Walker:  Well, it was.

Hughes:  And so all these years later, has it changed?

Walker:  Oh yeah, yeah, I think so.  There has been a lot of change, I think.

Hughes:  It helps to have a councilwoman like that, doesn’t it? (pointi ng to  Robinson)

Walker:  Oh Heaven’s, I just hate 

to see her reti re. Jeeze, she’s been 

great.

Hughes:  You’re not going to reti re, 

are you?  Are you running for 

electi on?

Robinson:  No, I’m not up. I’ve got 

two more years. … I wish I had the 

fi nances to do what I really want to 

do because, you know, there is so 

much rich history here.
Lillian with Councilwoman Dianne Robinson.
John Hughes for The Legacy Project
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Walker:  In that fi eld, you’re doing great.

 Robinson:  I’ve worked so hard doing research.  I’ve spent hours and hours pulling this stuff  

together.  And once you pull it together, you know, it’s fascinati ng. I just thank God because 

I believe this is the gift  God has given me – this community. Because there was not a whole 

lot of informati on. There were only a few words (about black history) here and there in 

the history books that they have writt en about  Kitsap County.  But even before  Bremerton 

became Bremerton, the fi rst man here, the fi rst white man, said that there was a black 

man here with an Indian wife and 10 children. That was John  Garrison.  And if you go and 

research John Garrison in history you’ll see how much land that he culti vated in the area.  

Walker:  Was he the man you told about that they wanted to go to  Oregon, and he 

wouldn’t do it because Oregon was so prejudiced?

Robinson:  Yes. Oregon forbid its blacks. They couldn’t live there.  But Mrs. Walker is talking 

about Nathaniel  Sargent, who was elected the Justi ce of Peace in  Seabeck, Washington, in 

1894. He owned just acres and acres out there. I have all his writt en diaries. … (History) has 

a place in my heart. I feel so good when I put the bits and pieces together.  And now I’m 

working with her church … the whole history of the  A.M.E. Church, from the Civil War to 

the present.

Walker:  Oh really?  Bless your heart.

Robinson:  I went to North Carolina and found ministers that actually were preachers here 

in this area at her church.

Walker:  Oh really?

Dianne  Robinson:  I found at least 80 ministers’ pictures.  And I can put the ministers with 

the ti me they were here.  

Hughes:  (to Mrs. Walker) You lived through the  Great Depression but one of the ironies is 

that when you were in the Depression your folks were so poor that you hardly even knew it.

Walker:  We had plenty of food, you know.  The worst I remember in the food line was one 

Sunday morning we didn’t have cornbread for breakfast because dad forgot to get fl our on 

Saturday in town.  Now we thought that was terrible because we were used to biscuits for 

breakfast.
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Hughes: Being the only girl there, did you help your mom with a lot of the cooking?

Walker:  I don’t know if I told you this yesterday or not.  Mom couldn’t read.

Hughes:  Yes. You told me that.

Walker:  And I would read, so I read to her while she was cooking, whatever she wanted to 

hear – magazines, newspapers, books…

Hughes:  Because mom was not any way a “dumb” person, was she?

Walker:  Oh no, oh no, no.  She would gather her eggs from the hen and whoever took 

the eggs to town she knew how much they were a dozen, and how much money she had 

coming back.  She skimmed the cream off  of milk and they had a litt le place in town, in 

 Carrier Mills, and she could sell that cream. She knew how much cream she had, she could 

count money.  She didn’t have any trouble counti ng money.

Hughes:  Did your  mother live long enough to see her grandson  Jimmy do really well, get 

his Ph.D.?  When did your mom die?

Walker:  Let’s see, it was the late ’60s.

Hughes:  Oh, okay, so Jimmy was in school and was doing well.  Was she proud of him?

Walker:  Oh Heavens, she was proud of her grandkids. Yes she was.

Hughes:  How about  dad? How old did he live to be?

Walker:  He died in ’66.

Hughes:  And the two of them came out and lived out here?

Walker:  Yes.  

Hughes:  Were they just surviving prett y much on their Social Security?

Walker:  You know, I wouldn’t mett le into their aff airs, but if they needed something, we 

helped.  We always picked them up and took them to church, or wherever they wanted to 

go, shopping or whatever.  And dad spent a lot of ti me at the bus stop right out from their 

house.  He’d go out there. He loved to talk to people.  You want to know where I got my 

talk? (laughing)  And he’d sit out there, talking with people waiti ng on the bus. And they’d 

say, “Well, Moses you going to go?”  “No, I’m just sitti  ng here visiti ng.”  And he’d sit there 

and visit with people half a day or so.

Hughes:  He was real sociable that way.
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Walker:  He was sociable, right.

Hughes:  When you look at this recession that’s hitti  ng people so hard, are there any 

kind of lessons that you learned during the Depression that you wished people really 

understood bett er?

Walker:  You know, I was not at that point taking part in the family aff airs or anything.  And 

I don’t remember  mom and  dad discussing fi nances.  But 

I remember one ti me, mom and us kids were going to 

town to visit Aunt Cassie.  And Aunt Cassie was being 

nosy about mom, whether she has money.  And she came 

home telling dad and he said, “Did you tell her that you 

had $150 in your pocket?”  She said, “No, I didn’t think 

she needed to know that.”  So, they got along.  

 And when  James and I were living in ’42 in an 

apartment down on Dick Turpin’s apartment house, and 

we were signed up to a bank and so the bank statement 

came.  And at the end of the month I said, “OK, we’re 

going to balance the bank book.”  We were off  a penny.  

My husband said, “Well, here’s a penny.”  I said, “We don’t 

balance a checkbook like that!”

Hughes:  That’s funny.

Walker:  But as I said before, James was a good husband 

and a good father.

Hughes:  And when he reti red, what was his job at that ti me?  He was in electronics, is that 

right?

Walker:  He was in electronics, electricity, he did the electricity on three ships. He was the 

electrical person.  And so he came home one day and he was going to reti re.  Someone 

made him angry on one of the ships.  I said, “Wait a minute.  You don’t just up and reti re 

like that.  You give me six months and I’ll have all the credit cards paid off  and everything 

in order.  Then you can reti re, and we can live off  your reti rement.  “OK honey.”  And he did 

Lillian’s Aunt Cassie, her mother Hazel’s sister.
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that.  And so when I got every card paid off , everything, no bills at all, I said, “OK, go to it.  

Go tell them take this job and shove it!” (laughing)

Hughes:  I was thinking on the way home last night about something I wanted to be sure 

about: When you bought this house that you’ve lived in for all these years for $3,300, who 

was the person who lent you a thousand dollars?

Walker:  He was the real estate man, and so help me, I can’t remember his name.

Hughes:  But that was a Caucasian person?

Walker: He was a white man, yeah. 

Hughes:  He saw something in the character of James and Lillian Walker.

Walker:  Evidently.

Hughes:  What a kindly act.

Walker:  Yes it was.  We showed our appreciati on by paying him every month the amount 

of money he wanted, and made sure he knew we appreciated it, because he had done 

something, as far as we were concerned, outstanding.

Hughes:  Absolutely.

 Any regrets about your long life? Anything that you’d like to do over?

Walker:  I don’t know how I would have done it over.  I always would have liked to go to 

school. But I liked being a housewife, and I liked being a mother.  And I didn’t envision 

anything that was going to take me from that.  

Hughes:  You would have been a great doctor. That was always in the back of your head 

wasn’t it?

Walker:  Yeah.  I liked that.  I liked working with pati ents.  And people that came into the 

offi  ce. The doctor had an array of white and black, diff erent races of people.

Hughes:  Was that in  Chicago?

Walker:  No, that was in  Harrisburg, Illinois.

Hughes:  Just down the road from…

Walker:   Carrier Mills, yes.

Hughes:  If you go online now and you plug in Carrier Mills is there sti ll a place there?

Walker:  Sti ll there.
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Hughes:  Any kinfolk sti ll there that you know of?

Walker:  Oh yeah, my oldest brother, his kids.  Well, I have two nieces and a nephew that 

live in that area.  And they have been most congenial calling me to see how Aunt Lillian 

is.  At least every month Lewis calls. He’s named aft er my brother, and he lives in  Centralia, 

which is, say, 40 miles from  Carrier Mills.

Hughes:  Central Illinois.

Walker:  Right.  He and his wife and family live there.  He has a daughter or a 

granddaughter in California.  And most of the ti me he’d call me from there, to check on me, 

to see how I am.  And he would come and visit us once in a while.  Especially  Ulysses, and 

we’d all go over there. He’s a good cook, he likes to cook.

Hughes:  I love the name Ulysses too, that’s just a great name.

Walker:  Yeah, I don’t know how mom and dad came up with it: Ulysses Grant Allen.

Hughes:  It probably was from U.S. Grant.

 So, I guess the all-ti me classic questi on is this: How do you fi gure you got to live to 

be almost 96 years old, and with your faculti es intact?  

Walker:  I don’t miss a day, or a night, telling God thank you for not taking my brain 

because someone asked me the other day, “How do you compare 95 to…”  I said, “I’ve 

never known anybody 95, so I don’t know what I’ve got to compare it to.”

Hughes:  I’ve known quite a few people who have been 95, and you’re the fi rst one I’ve ever 

met who seems – and you know this isn’t idle fl att ery, it’s true – so sharp. You’re sharp.

Walker:  Well, whatever I go into, I go into with confi dence. It’s just like when I read  Adele’s 

transcript here, her history, (when she got to be a reporter without going to journalism 

school). She said, “Well I know most of that.  I can do this!”

Hughes:  I hope you will read Charles Z.  Smith’s oral history, too.

Walker:  That’s what I want to do.

Hughes:  If he were in Bremerton, you and C.Z. Smith would be dear friends.  The only 

thing diff erent, actually, between Charles Z. Smith and Lillian Walker is that when he was a 

young boy he was befriended by a college president.

Walker:  Oh really?
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Hughes:  He spott ed Charles as being a bright boy, and he became his mentor.  And he paid 

his way through college.

Walker:  Oh isn’t that something!

Hughes:  If Lillian Allen would have had something like that…

Walker:  Oh, wouldn’t that have been wonderful!?  But then I’ve had a good life.  Aft er I 

met James and I just knew that he was the one.  

Hughes:  Had you had serious boyfriends before James?

Walker:  Oh, I’ve had a couple.  And one of them, I think I told you yesterday, the man had 

slapped me.

Hughes:  Yeah, that was the end of him.

Walker:  Right.  But I know when my girlfriend introduced me to James, there was 

something special. His ideas and mine were the same.  And when he came to Washington, 

I wrote him a lett er to tell him what I’d been doing, especially cooking. He said, “You make 

me hungry.”

Hughes:  You’re a good cook, aren’t you?

Walker:  Well, I try to be.  And you know my mother taught my brother how to cook. Both 

of my brothers could cook,  Lewis and  Ulysses. Because Ulysses used to say, “You know 

what I had for dinner last night, sis?”  And I’d say, “No.”  “I had a steak and salad.”  I said, 

“What did Naomi say?”  “She wanted me to have some potatoes, and I told her I didn’t 

want her potatoes. I just wanted steak and salad.  And my son  Jimmy can cook.  When they 

fi rst started keeping house he’d call me and say, “Mom, mom, how do you make pie crust?”  

He’d go to the store and buy pie crust.  I said, “Well, you take some fl our and shortening.”  

… By the way, we had a Filipino family that lived across the street and they had three girls.

Hughes:  Has this always been an integrated neighborhood?

Walker:  Yes. Well, we were the fi rst off -race people that moved in to any part of here.  And 

I think there was a black family that lives up on up the street, but I’m not sure.

Hughes:  And no problem from the beginning?

Walker:  No, the only one that we had – well it wasn’t trouble. It was like the litt le white 

boys that would say things — litt le boys who were 3 and 4 years old.
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Hughes:  They didn’t know any bett er.

Walker:  No, they had been taught that.  So that’s why I said, “No, but your mother is.”  

And I never heard anymore about it.  

But one of the girls, I’d usually bake them a pie or something for their birthday.  So 

one of them said, “Grandma Walker—” Well, they fi rst asked could they call me grandma.  

I said, “Sure.”  So she said, “Can you teach me how to make that pie?  I want to know from 

the crust on up.”  I said, “The day you want it, you come over, and when I put the fl our in 

the bowl, you take it out and make it.  Because I don’t make it from a recipe.”

Hughes:  You know it by heart.

Walker:  I know what I do, and how much it takes.  “Then when I put the salt in I’ll let you 

measure it before I put it in.”  So the fi rst one she made she called me and told me, “I made 

the pie.”  “How did it do?”  “It’s good.”  I said, “OK, you’re on your way.”

Hughes:  That’s the proof of the pudding there.

Walker:  But Jimmy sti ll calls me once in a while about cooking. And one ti me he said, 

“Well, I’m the best spaghetti   cook in Cincinnati .”  I said, “You’ve got your daddy beat. Your 

daddy couldn’t boil water.”  

Hughes:  That’s a wonderful story.

 Do you have any favorite Bible verses that are really close to you?

Walker:  You know they were 

doing that the Sunday before 

last at church.  And people 

were getti  ng up saying, “Such 

and such.”  So I got up and said, 

“Well, I don’t have a perfect 

Bible verse. It depends on the 

occasion.  And one of my favorite 

things is doing unto others as I 

would have them do unto me.”

Hughes:  It doesn’t get any 

bett er than that does it?
Lillian with her family Bible.  John Hughes for The Legacy Project
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Walker:  Well, I don’t think so.

Hughes:  Any words of wisdom to live by?  Advice for people who read this about how to 

be a happy person and to appreciate life?

Walker:  Don’t complain.  If you’ve got something to complain about, well, work at it and 

make it bett er.  That’s what I told my granddaughter when she was complaining about her 

boss. “OK, go to school and study and you can get her job.”  “I don’t want her job.”  I said, 

“Well, then, stop complaining.”

 And, treat everybody right.  I don’t care what, who, what they are, treat them right.  

You don’t have the authority to mistreat anybody, because that’s why we are here, to help 

each other.  If you can help somebody, help them.

Hughes:  You know, racism has got to be the most evil conceit.

Walker:  Oh my Lord!

Hughes:  I mean to think of all the horrible things that have been done on account of 

prejudice.

Walker:  I just can’t imagine people being as evil as some of them are.

Hughes:  Do you remember that wonderful musical, South Pacifi c?  Nellie, the Navy nurse, 

is from Litt le Rock, Arkansas, and she sti ll harbors prejudice in her heart. And they sing a 

song, “You have to be carefully taught.”  That you weren’t born to hate, that people have to 

be taught to hate —

Walker:  That’s where the problem starts – teaching your family how to hate.  And I tried 

never to mistreat any kid.  I tried to teach my kids that you don’t mistreat anybody.  And 

you respect all your elders, whether they’re kin or not.  If Cousin Jamie is going to be over 

there, you call her Aunt Jamie, and you respected her.

Hughes:  That’s exactly how I was brought up.  You never called your Aunt Madge, 

“Madge.” It was, “Aunt Madge.”

Walker:  No, you put an aunt or an uncle on it.  I can’t remember ever in my life calling an 

elderly person by their fi rst name.  

Someti mes now, I pray, I ask God, “What are you keeping me here for?”  And God 

says, “You’re doing it.” I say, “Well, what am I doing?”  “Well, you’re nice to everybody.”  
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But I tell Him, “I’ve always been nice to people.”

Hughes:  You believe the Lord has spoken to you over the years, hasn’t he?  You’ve really 

heard it, haven’t you?

Walker:  Right.

Hughes:  That tells me that there’s a powerful force in your life, and always has been.  

Walker:  Thank the Lord.

Hughes: With all the sweat equity you’ve invested in making  Bremerton a bett er place – 

to “straighten out this town,” as you put it – do you worry about the younger generati on 

getti  ng complacent now that so many civil rights victories have been won?

Walker: Oh defi nitely!

Hughes: What advice do you have for these young people?

Walker: Well, one ti me (in recent years) I was over at the school and the young people, 

they were acti ng up; they were noisy; they had their caps on their heads. And I told 

them, “If I was your teacher, you wouldn’t come to school like that!” And someone said, 

“How come you didn’t become a teacher?” and I said, “Because I’d kill one of you kids! 

(chuckling). Well, I wouldn’t kill him, but I’d make him think he was dying.”

Hughes: But what advice do you have for these young people who take for granted these 

freedoms that you fought for?

Walker: I’d try to tell them, “You don’t know what you’re doing. … Know your history! We 

have fought for you to have the rights to go in and sit down and eat, to go and apply for 

a job.” And I’d tell them, regardless of your color, you don’t go around with your pants 

hanging down your behind like you can almost see the crack of your behind! You don’t do 

that and get ahead.” One day Jimmy came home and said, “Mom, you know the boys at 

school they go around with their shirt tail out?” And I said, “If I come to school and your 

shirt tail is out I’m going to show you where it belongs!”

Hughes: So your advice to these young people is that you’d bett er be more vigilant. …?

Walker: Or it’s going to go downhill. And you’ve got kids killing one another over drugs and 

gangs. 

Hughes:  Is there a questi on that you wish I had asked that you wanted to answer?  A story 
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that didn’t come up that you really wanted to tell me that’s really important to your life?

Walker:  If they come to my mind I’ll try to do that.

Hughes:  You are one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met.  Thank you so much for 

taking this ti me.

Walker:  Well, thank you.  You’ve been great.

Hughes:  Well, the feeling’s likewise.

Walker: I’m going to keep calling you “Judge Hughes” if you don’t mind.

Editor’s Note: Judge Robin  Hunt of the Washington Court of Appeals introduced 

Hughes to Mrs. Walker, and she thought he was a judge, too.

Hughes: I’ve always wanted to be a judge! And I will call you “Doctor Walker” because you 

should have been a doctor.

Walker: (Laughing) OK!

End of Interview
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